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Chapter One
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“THIS IS INTOLERABLE. HOW dare that dissolute joke of a royal heir give the Whitworths an ultimatum!”

Aging badly, twenty-five years his wife’s senior, Thomas Whitworth still had a face that defied the passage of time. Though his hair had turned pure white, he had no wrinkles to speak of. He was still a handsome, if old, man, riddled with pain in most of his joints. But he had the constitution and stubbornness to appear otherwise, could stand hale and hearty in the presence of others even if it took every ounce of his will to do so. Pride demanded it and he was a very prideful man.

“He is Regent now, officially sworn. England and her subjects are in his hands,” Harriet Whitworth said, wringing her own hands. “And not so loud, Thomas, please. His emissary isn’t out the front door yet.”

But with the emissary gone from the room, Thomas collapsed on the sofa. “D’you think I care if he hears me?” Thomas snarled at his wife. “He’s lucky I’m not adding my boot to his arse to help him out the damned door.”

Harriet hurried over to the parlor door and closed it, just in case, before she turned back to her husband and whispered, “Even so, we don’t want our opinions of the Prince Regent carried straight to his ear.”

She had been young when she married Thomas, Earl of Tamdon, a prime catch in her day and a beauty still at the age of forty-three with her blond hair and crystal blue eyes. She had thought she could love this husband her parents had picked for her, but he did nothing to encourage that emotion from her and so it never came to pass. Thomas was a hard-tempered man. But she had learned how to live with him without becoming subject to his rants and rages, and never, ever to cause them.

She’d had to become as hard and callous as he was and didn’t think she would ever forgive him for turning her into a copy of himself. But at least he didn’t scoff at her opinions, even heeded her suggestions occasionally. That said a lot for a man such as Thomas, so maybe he did care for her a little even if he never showed it otherwise. Not that she wanted affection from him anymore. Frankly, she wished he would just die already so she could be herself again—if there was even anything of herself left. But Thomas Whitworth was too stubborn to even do that in a timely manner.

She brought him a lap robe and tried to tuck it around his legs, but he pushed her hands aside to do it himself. Summer was upon them and yet he easily took chill while others sweated. He hated his infirmities and aching joints. Most of his rages these days were directed inwardly because he was no longer the robust man of old. But his current rage was solely directed at the Prince Regent.

“What outrageous audacity!” Thomas said. “D’you think he isn’t aware of what the entire nation thinks of him? He’s a hedonist with no interest in politics, only the pleasures his royal blood affords him. This is just a ploy to confiscate our wealth because, as usual, he’s utterly in debt from his extravagances and Parliament won’t grant him relief.”

“I’m not so sure of that,” Harriet disagreed. “One duel could be ignored, despite that old ban on them that the emissary was keen to mention. Two duels would raise eyebrows but could still be ignored since no one has died yet. But the last duel Robert had with that northern wolf was too public and has become a scandal because of it. This is our son’s fault. He could have declined.”

“And be branded a coward? Of course he couldn’t decline. At least he nearly killed Dominic Wolfe this time. The bastard may still die of his wound and we can be done with this vicious vendetta of his and the Regent’s bold ploy to take advantage of it.”

“You think Prince George is bluffing? That he will do nothing if we don’t form this alliance with Lord Wolfe that he’s demanding? I fear he isn’t. One duel is for honor, but three is simply attempted murder, and there have been far too many public outcries against dueling from sectors that will fully support the Regent in this case. I say we end it this way, or d’you want to see our son forced to risk his life yet again? Need I remind you that he’s already been wounded himself in those duels?”

“I don’t need reminding of that, Wife. But the Prince Regent is as insane as his father is if he thinks a marriage between our families will end Dominic’s vendetta. The wolf is as likely to murder your daughter as he is to take her to his bed, if we give her to him.”

Harriet pursed her lips. It infuriated her that her husband never referred to his daughter as his, only as hers. But it had been that way since the day Brooke was born. Thomas had taken one look at the beautiful daughter she’d given him and turned away with a snarl. Sons he’d wanted and lots of them, not mewling females. But Harriet had only given him two children, not by choice. Five other pregnancies hadn’t come to term.

But now she said what she knew he would want to hear and just as callously as he would state it. “Better her than Robert. Robert is your heir. Brooke is just another mouth to feed in this house.”

The Whitworth heir chose that moment to open the parlor doors and join them. He had obviously heard the last remarks. In a bored tone, Robert said, “Send her immediately. The wolf won’t accept her. He’ll be the one to lose his lands and title while we comply with the Regent’s underhanded ‘suggestion’ of an alliance.”

Harriet expected no less from her son, who bore no love for his sister. No taller than his father at five feet ten inches and every bit as handsome and strapping as Thomas had once been, Robert had his faults, but she loved him in spite of them.

Both of her children took after Thomas with his once black hair and pale green eyes. Brooke was even taller than Harriet by several inches. But Robert was just as much a hedonist as the Prince Regent was and at twenty-three had already racked up quite a few mistresses at home in Leicestershire and in London. But then he could be charming—when he wanted something. Otherwise he was much like his father, disdainful of peers and servants alike.

Thomas was too furious over the entire matter to let Robert shrug it off with his usual disregard. “If you’ve gotten yourself into another situation like the one we had to deal with last year. . . . If you’ve broken your word—”

“I haven’t,” Robert was quick to cut in.

“You called these duels trifling, but this man’s determination to gain satisfaction smacks of a dispute that is anything but trifling! What the devil did you do to him?”

“Nothing. I’ve run into him only a few times in London. Whatever his real reason is for wanting me dead, he’s not fessing up to it. I imagine it’s jealousy or some slight I dealt him that is so ridiculous he’s ashamed to admit it.”

“Then you had good reason to decline those duels.”

“D’you think I didn’t try? He called me a liar! I couldn’t very well ignore that, now could I?”

Harriet knew her son. He was inclined to be less than candid when the truth did not serve him well. But Thomas believed him. Of course he did. He would not want to punish his precious son.

Less volatile now and more to the matter at hand, Thomas demanded, “You knew this outrageous demand was coming?”

“I had warning George might try this, yes, which is why I’ve returned from London. He heeds foolish advice from his sycophant cronies who bemoan that his purse strings have been tied yet again. He is hoping we will ignore his ridiculous assertion that this silly alliance will result in a peaceful end to the violence, so he can carry through with his threat. I assume you will not please him in that regard?”

“Then you don’t think he’s bluffing either?”

“No, unfortunately. Napoléon is killing enough Englishmen on the Continent. The Regent’s counselors do not believe it is good for the nation’s morale for the nobility to be killing each other at home, and the Prince is making the rounds to ensure that exact sentiment is shared by one and all. He’ll have all the support he needs to wield the royal hammer against us if we defy him.”

Thomas sighed and glanced at his wife. “Where is the chit? I suppose she will have to be told she is to marry.”



Chapter Two
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NOW THAT THEY WOULD be looking for her, Brooke quickly abandoned her crouching position below the open parlor window and ran straight for the stable. She’d heard it all, even what the emissary had said to her parents. She had been on the way to the stable when the man arrived in his fancy coach, and she’d been too curious not to stay and find out why he was there. Her parents rarely had visitors. They didn’t socialize at home, only when they went to London, so they had few friends in the shire. And they never told her anything, which was why eavesdropping had become a habit.

They would look for in her room first, then the conservatory, then the stable, her three haunts. She didn’t want to be found yet so she didn’t stop to check on the stallion’s sprained right foreleg or greet the new foal. She simply urged the stableboy to hurry with her mount, Rebel. She’d named her horse that because it was what she was, at heart anyway. She despised most everything about her life and wanted to change it. Of course she was powerless to change anything and had finally accepted that.

She didn’t wait for the groom, who was off having his lunch. It wasn’t mandatory that he accompany her since she was only allowed to ride on Whitworth land. That land was extensive, though. Only a quarter of it was devoted to the large sheep farm that had made the Whitworths rich in the wool trade for decades. Not that anyone in her family had ever sheared sheep! But the rest of the land was open or wooded, allowing for a good gallop, which is what she needed today. She wanted ample time to digest everything she’d just overheard before her parents shared the “news” with her.

Her immediate reaction was extreme disappointment that Robert’s dueling was going to cost her the Season in London that she’d been promised. The planning of that trip had brought her and her mother together. Brooke hadn’t seen that much of her mother in years. If Brooke didn’t know better, she might even have thought Harriet had been excited about it.

Brooke would have been packed and ready to leave for London soon. She already had the trunks and the new wardrobe to go in them. Harriet had been giving her a Season in London not because Harriet wanted to or thought it would please Brooke, but because it was what society expected of her parents, and Harriet always did what was expected of her. Brooke had never looked forward to anything as much as she had that promised trip. So much for promises.

Then the fear hit her. She would have to marry a complete stranger. But as she and Rebel raced across the meadow, she realized this change of plans might be a blessing in disguise because it was a quick, sure way of getting away from her family. She had been worried that she’d go to London and not fit in because she had so few social skills, that she might not find a man who would marry her. That worry was gone now.

In the end, the disappointment and the fear were still with her, yet she was hard-pressed to get a smile off her lips. She’d never before experienced such contradictory emotions, but she supposed her fear of this unknown man who would be “as likely to murder her as to bed her” and lived far away couldn’t cancel out her delight at leaving home. Being thrown to a wolf was not the escape she would have preferred, but anything was better than living with a family that didn’t love her.

She slowed her horse when she came to the woods and took the path she usually used when accompanying her maid, Alfreda, on an herb-gathering expedition. They’d created the path themselves on their many trips to the deepest part of the forest. Alone there in a small clearing flooded by sunlight, she dismounted and looked up at the sky and screamed her rage, then cried out her fear, and finally laughed with relief that she would be out from beneath the thumbs of the heartless people whose blood she shared.

God, she would not miss this place or these people . . . well, except for the servants. Alice, the upstairs maid, had given her a box of hand-embroidered ribbons for her Season. Brooke had cried when she realized how much time and love had gone into making them. Or Mary, the cook, who always had a hug and a pastry for her. Or William, her groom, who went out of his way to make her laugh when she was in a dismal mood.

But she would be inconsolable if her maid couldn’t go with her to Yorkshire. She would miss Alfreda Wichway too much. The maid had been with her since the week Brooke was born when Harriet’s milk had dried up and Alfreda, having just lost her own baby, had been hired as a nursemaid. Then Alfreda had become her nanny, then finally her maid. Thirty-three now and with black hair and eyes so dark they could be considered black as well, Alfreda was more a mother to her than Harriet had ever been. She was also Brooke’s dearest friend. Earthy, bossy, outrageously blunt at times, Alfreda wasn’t the least bit servile and considered herself the equal of anyone. Brooke spent much time tending plants in the conservatory so that Alfreda would have the herbs she needed year-round.

The villagers of Tamdon relied on Alfreda to cure their ills. They came to the kitchen and passed their requests through the kitchen staff to Alfreda, who then passed her herbal remedies back the same way in exchange for coin. Alfreda had been helping people for so long that Brooke imagined she was rich by now. Even though people called her a witch instead of a healer, they still came begging for her potions. Alfreda wasn’t a witch; she just had ancient knowledge of the medicinal properties of plants and herbs that had been passed down through generations of her family. Alfreda kept her healing skills a secret from Brooke’s family out of concern that they would accuse her of witchcraft and cast her out of their household.

“You usually have reason to rage and cry, but why are you laughing? What has pleased you, poppet? The London trip?”

Brooke ran toward Alfreda as the maid stepped out from behind a tree. “Not London, but a trip nonetheless. Come, I have somewhat good news to share.”

Alfreda laughed. “Somewhat? Have I not taught you the peril of contradictions?”

“This one can’t be helped. I am being given in marriage to an enemy of my brother’s, not by choice, of course, but by the Prince Regent’s request.”

Alfreda raised a brow. “Royals don’t make requests, they make demands.”

“Exactly, and threaten dire consequences if their demands are not met.”

“You would refuse to comply?”

“Not me, my parents. But they have decided not to see if the Regent is bluffing and will send me to this man instead. Robert thinks the man will refuse me, so I may not be forced to marry him after all.”

“You still haven’t said what pleases you about this arrangement.”

“I will marry him willingly if it means I will be done with my family for good. And he has one thing in his favor: he’s tried to kill my brother three times. For that I am already inclined to like him.”

“The recent duels your parents spoke of?”

“Yes.”

“Honor is usually satisfied with one duel. Did you ever find out why there were three?”

Brooke smiled because Alfreda knew of her proclivity for eavesdropping. “My mother asked Robert the last time he was home, but he fobbed her off, saying it was just a trifle, not worth mentioning. It was obviously more’n that, but when my father asked him today what had incurred this northern lord’s wrath, Robert claimed he didn’t know. But you and I are well aware that he is a liar.”

Alfreda nodded. “At least you have common ground with this man they will give you to. That is a good start.”

“Well, yes, we have in common a dislike of my brother, but I didn’t try to kill Robert as he accused me of doing when I was a child,” Brooke said adamantly. “I really did trip that day when I was trying to beat him to the bottom of the stairs and stumbled into his back instead. I was lucky and caught the railing, whereas he tumbled to the bottom. Yet he claimed I pushed him deliberately and my parents believed him, of course, as they always do. So I was confined to my room until he was hale and hearty again, but I swear he pretended to need an extra few weeks for his sprained ankle to mend because he knew I disliked being cooped up! But I don’t care what he thinks. He hated me long before then, as you well know.”

Alfreda put an arm around Brooke’s shoulder and hugged her close. “It will be good for you to not see that hateful boy anymore.”

Brooke would have included all of her family in that statement, but didn’t say so. “I may leave within the week. You will come with me? Please say you will!”

“Of course, I will.”

“Then let us spend the day stocking up on your supplies and gathering rooted herbs you can replant. We don’t know if we will be able to find in the north all the herbs you need.”

“Where in the north?”

“I don’t know. They haven’t actually told me any of this yet. I just—”

Alfreda’s laugh cut her off. “Yes, we know how you gather information.”



Chapter Three
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HAVING SPENT ALL AFTERNOON helping Alfreda gather her favorite herbs, Brooke returned to the manor house at dusk. She intended to sneak up to her room, change out of her riding habit, and eat dinner before she made herself available to her family. If they had sent riders out to look for her, none had gone near the woods. But her parents didn’t need to speak to her immediately. It was more likely that she would hear of the arranged marriage the very day she was to depart and not sooner. That’s how little consideration her parents afforded her.

She hurried down the hall and passed the dining room where her parents and her brother were likely seated at that hour. She never ate in that room.

He doesn’t like to be reminded that you weren’t another son, so we shan’t remind him with your presence.

She had a vague memory of her mother telling her that when she was old enough to leave the nursery. It was one of the few kindnesses she could recall her mother ever doing for her, because she would not have had an appetite if she’d had to eat with them. She liked taking her meals in the kitchen with the servants where there was laughter and teasing and camaraderie. Some people in the house cared about her and would cry when she was gone. Just not her family.

As she started up the stairs, the third step creaked. With no one in the dining room talking at that moment, it was heard.

“Girl!” her father yelled.

She winced at the tone of his voice but immediately went to the dining room and stood in the doorway, her head bowed. She was an obedient daughter. At least they thought she was. She never broke rules—unless she knew with absolute certainty that she wouldn’t be caught. She never argued, raised her voice, or defied an order, even though she wanted to. Her brother called her a timid mouse. Her father had made it clear she was to be seen, not heard, and preferably not seen at all. The few sparks of rebellion she’d had as a child had been met with slaps or harsh punishments. She’d learned quickly to appear docile even when rage boiled within her.

“Has it been so long since I’ve clapped eyes on you, Sister, or have you just grown up overnight? You certainly no longer look the mouse.”

She met Robert’s gaze. Him she could look at squarely. He didn’t deserve any deference from her and would never get any. But it was so galling that this entire situation, and the part she was going to be forced to play in it now, was Robert’s fault. He had done something horrid, she didn’t doubt, to get the northern lord enraged enough to demand a duel not once but thrice.

“I don’t recall seeing you for years either, so quite possibly you are correct that it has been that long,” she replied tonelessly.

She kept her facial expression devoid of all emotion. It was easy to do when she had mastered the art of deception. Her unloving family never guessed how much pain they had caused her over the years.

Although her father had called her into the room, he hadn’t spoken yet. Perhaps he, too, was surprised that she was no longer the little girl he’d occasionally spotted in passing. She took pains to stay out of his sight. It was a big house and easy to do when she knew his routines. Like Robert, Thomas used to spend a lot of time in London until the last few years, when his joints had started aching him. Her mother hadn’t always gone to London with him. When she and her mother were alone in the house, Harriet had taken an interest in her and would talk to her as if they had a normal relationship. She had found her mother’s behavior confusing and assumed Harriet was just lonely when Thomas and Robert weren’t around, or maybe she was a bit loony, because as soon as Thomas or Robert returned, Harriet acted as if Brooke had ceased to exist again.

Robert stood up and tossed his napkin down on his plate, saying to Brooke, “I will speak with you later. There is a strategy you might employ to come out ahead in this endeavor.”

Him help her? She would sooner hug a poisonous adder than trust any offer of assistance from her brother. But since no one had actually told her yet why she’d been called into the dining room, she said nothing and just waited for her future to be unfolded for her.

Her mother began, explaining everything that Brooke already knew. A daughter would normally ask dozens of questions, might even protest. Not her.

“Why did you not say she had reached the age to marry?” Thomas interrupted his wife at one point. “We could have arranged a betrothal to someone of our choosing, then we wouldn’t be in this preposterous dilemma now.”

Brooke smiled inwardly. Her mother had taken steps to prepare her for marriage because she didn’t want Brooke to shame the family by being a complete imbecile. Although she wasn’t included in her family’s social activities in London, she’d had all sorts of teachers—for riding, music, dance, language, and art, as well as for rudimentary reading, writing, and arithmetic. No one ever praised her for doing well since she wasn’t expected to excel at anything, but she did well nonetheless.

“Since she will be eighteen next month, she was going to have a Season this summer in London,” Harriet explained. “The offers would have poured in for her. I did tell you, Thomas. You have merely forgotten.”

He grunted in response. Brooke figured he probably forgot a lot of things at his age. He was old enough to be her grandfather. He winced whenever he moved. Alfreda could have eased his pain with an herbal remedy but would probably have gotten dismissed for even offering. Brooke could have eased it, too. With Alfreda as her constant companion, she’d learned about herbs and their wonderful uses. A kind, decent man could have been helped, even if done secretly by adding beneficial herbs to his food or drink. Cold, heartless men deserved what nature dealt them.

Harriet was staring pointedly at Brooke, waiting. She realized that Harriet might expect a response from her to the mention of the London trip. Although she already knew the disappointing answer to the question she was about to ask, she asked it anyway. “Then there won’t be a Season in London?”

“No, this marriage is more important. The servants have already begun packing for you. You will depart in the morning at first light with an escort and chaperone.”

“You?”

“No, your father is doing poorly so I need to stay with him, and Robert is likely to get challenged to another duel if he accompanies you, so that is out of the question. Dominic Wolfe comes from an eminent family of means that has been based in Yorkshire for centuries. I know his mother socially, but not very well. I’ve never met her son. He bears the title Viscount Rothdale, but that’s all I know about this belligerent man who seems to prefer the wilds of Yorkshire over London society. If he refuses you, all the better. The ax will then fall on his head, as it were, and you may then return home and we will go on as before. But in no way can you refuse him. All Whitworths will comply with the Prince Regent’s request so he can find no fault with us.”

“A viscount is beneath us,” Thomas grumbled. “But pay heed, gel. It would be madness for you to refuse to marry the wolf. If you did so, I would have to have you locked away as a lunatic for the rest of your life.”

Brooke found it incredible that, apparently, she held her family’s future in her hands, but her father’s threat made her shudder inwardly. She didn’t doubt he’d do exactly that if his title and lands were lost because of her. But this was her escape from them. She wasn’t about to refuse Lord Wolfe.

She bowed and left the room, and only then could she breathe freely again. Tomorrow. She hadn’t anticipated leaving this soon, but the sooner the better suited her just fine.



Chapter Four
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“MAKE HIM LOVE YOU, precious. Make him fall deeply in love and you will have a good life with him,” Brooke’s mother whispered to her before Brooke stepped into the coach.

It took hours for Brooke’s shock to wear off. Her mother had called her “precious” and given her advice? She had already been surprised that Harriet had come outside to see her off, when last night Harriet had sent the butler up to Brooke’s room to give her money for the trip instead of coming herself. Those words, however, had almost sounded as if Harriet cared about her, but Brooke’s entire life vouched otherwise. Why couldn’t her mother be consistent? Why did Brooke only ever get these confusing glimpses of the mother she wished Harriet could be, but so rarely was?

If the wolf of the north became besotted with her, then he’d leave Harriet’s darling Robert alone and stop trying to kill him. Brooke was no fool. Only one child had ever been loved in her family, and her parents would do or say anything to protect him, including lie to their daughter about her chances of charming a man who hated her family as much as she did!

The family-crested coach had pulled up to the front door for her. Her parents’ pride demanded that she arrive at the enemy’s door in style, she supposed. Besides the driver, two footmen escorted her. Earlier that morning, she’d gone to the stables for one last visit with the horses. She’d informed the head groom that she’d be taking Rebel with her. If she was not coming back here, and she truly hoped she wasn’t, then she didn’t want to leave behind anything that she cared about.

Most of the staff came out to bid her good-bye.

She didn’t think she would shed tears for this place, but she did for the people she’d grown up with, servants who actually cared about her. Her groom, William, even handed her a wood carving he’d made of a horse, telling her he hoped it reminded her of Rebel. It didn’t—he wasn’t good at carving—but she would cherish it anyway.

The servants accompanying her had their instructions. They were to bring her straight back home if the wolf didn’t allow entrance into his lair. Otherwise, the servants, except for Alfreda, were to return to Leicestershire with the coach. Brooke hoped she gained entrance. She hoped she would find something to like about Dominic Wolfe other than their mutual dislike of her brother. But it was possible she wouldn’t, and possible, too, that she wouldn’t get through the door.

The emissary had come to the Whitworths first. From Leicestershire it was half a week’s ride by coach to Lord Wolfe’s home near York. The Regent’s man was only a day ahead of them on the road, which meant Lord Wolfe was still blissfully unaware of any of this. If he was going to be enraged when he was told—and rightfully so, Brooke thought—she wished he could have more than just one day to calm down before she arrived.

It would have been logical for her family to wait until they’d learned his reaction to the Regent’s demand before sending her north. To dispatch Brooke so soon smacked of fear. They might have raged and railed about this, but they would never have called the Regent’s bluff. The consequences meant too much to them to do so.

And her brother, what a blackguard! When he’d come to her room last night, he’d had a calculating look in his eyes that warned her she wouldn’t like the “strategy” he had mentioned in the dining room.

“Marry him first, then poison him,” Robert had simply stated. “We can claim half his lands or all of them, if he has no other relatives. I know he had a sister who died, but no one knows much else about Dominic Wolfe.”

“And what if I like him instead?” Brooke had replied. It could happen. She wasn’t hopeful that it would, but it could.

“You will not. You will be loyal to your family and despise him.”

She might end up despising Dominic Wolfe, but it certainly wouldn’t be out of loyalty to her family. She hadn’t said that, though. She had kept her incredulity over Robert’s suggestion to herself. She knew he was mean and spiteful, even cruel, but murderous, too? Yet he was so handsome! He had so many blessings, was even an earl’s heir. There was no excuse for him to have turned out as he did, except that he was his father’s son. “Like father like son” had never been so true as it was in the Whitworth family.

She refused to even acknowledge his preposterous suggestion and instead asked, “What did you do to Dominic Wolfe to make him challenge you three times?”

He snorted. “Nothing to warrant such persistence. But don’t cross us on this, Sister. We don’t want him as a relative through marriage. His death will remove any further demands the Prince Regent can make of us.”

She gestured to the door. He gave her such a vicious look for dismissing him that she thought he might use his fists on her to make his point. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d done that.

But he was still scheming and in parting said, “As a widow, you will have your freedom, more freedom than family or a husband will ever give you. Keep that in mind, Sister.”

Her fondest wish! But not at the cost he was suggesting. Yet she’d lost her chance to learn something about the man they were sending her to. Robert knew him, could have told her something about him, but didn’t. She’d almost asked before the door closed behind him, but she’d never asked anything of him in her life and wasn’t going to start now.

It was ludicrous that the only thing she knew about Lord Wolfe was that he wanted her brother dead. She didn’t know if he was young or old, infirm, ugly, or even as cold and callous as her own family was. He could already be engaged to marry someone else, too, could be in love. . . . How horrible to think that his life was going to be turned upside down just because he’d wanted justice from her brother that he obviously couldn’t get from the courts. She already felt sorry for him!

When the coach stopped for lunch that day, they’d already traveled farther from Whitworth manor than Brooke had ever before been. By evening they would be out of Leicestershire! The trip to London was to have been her first long journey and her first time out of the shire. She’d been to Leicester and a few other towns around it, but those had been short visits that hadn’t required spending the night away from home. So she was determined to enjoy this journey despite what would happen at the end of it, and she spent much of that first day staring out the window at countryside she’d never before seen.

But she still couldn’t stop her thoughts and anxieties from churning. By late afternoon she got around to telling Alfreda about Robert’s nefarious suggestion.

The maid merely raised a brow, not showing the least surprise. “Poison, eh? As cowardly as he’s always been, that boy. He’d ask this of you but he wouldn’t do it himself.”

“But he fought those duels,” Brooke reminded her. “That took some bravery.”

Alfreda scoffed. “I’ll warrant he fired his pistol before he should have. Ask your wolf when you meet him. I’m sure he’ll confirm my guess.”

“He’s not my wolf and we probably shouldn’t call him that just because my parents did,” Brooke said, even though she’d been doing just that.

“Well, you might want to.”

“Call him a wolf?”

“No, poison him.”

Brooke gasped. “Bite your tongue, I would never.”

“No, I don’t suppose you would. I will if necessary. I won’t have you suffer at his hand, if he has a heavy one.”

Despite the subject, Brooke was comforted to know how far Alfreda would go to protect her from the stranger who was to become her husband.



Chapter Five
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HAVING JOINED THE ANCIENT Great North Road that led all the way to Scotland, the Whitworth coach was making much better time the second day. Although the road was bumpy, Alfreda’s pet cat, Raston, didn’t seem to mind and purred on the seat between them. Raston had never been allowed in the house. He’d lived in the rafters of the Whitworth stable. Oddly, the horses had never been bothered by his presence. Alfreda had brought him food. The stableboys had given him more. Now Raston was fat and heavy to hold due to all those meals.

“Your father told the damned driver to make haste,” Alfreda grumbled when she was jostled on the seat for the third time that morning. “But this is too much. I don’t think Lord Whitworth wanted you to arrive in York before the Prince Regent’s emissary did. I will warn our driver to slow down when we stop for lunch today. They can go as fast as they like on the return trip.”

Brooke grinned. “But this is fun. I really don’t mind a bouncy ride.”

“You will tonight when you feel the aches from it. But I’m glad to see you smiling. You know you can be yourself now, laugh when you want, cry when you please, even lose your temper from time to time if you feel like it. Away from that house that choked the life out of you, you no longer need to keep your inner self contained, poppet.”

Brooke raised a black brow. “You’re suggesting I let this Prince-picked groom see who I really am?”

“You could. Why pretend with him?”

Brooke laughed. “I’m not really sure who I am anymore.”

“Of course you are. You are yourself with me and always have been.”

“But only with you, and only because you were the only one in that house who actually loved me.”

“Your mother—”

“Don’t defend her to me. She spoke to me only when she had to, or when my father and Robert were away and she was in one of her chattering moods. And even then she only wanted me to sit there and listen, not participate in a real conversation.”

Many times Alfreda had tried to convince Brooke that Harriet loved her. At times Brooke had thought it might be true. Occasionally, her mother would smile at her when no one else was around or stand in the doorway of the study watching her during a lesson with her tutor. Once, when Brooke cut her arm, Harriet brushed Alfreda aside to tend it herself. She’d even given Brooke Rebel, her most prized possession, for her thirteenth birthday. Yes, a few times Harriet had acted like a mother toward her, but Brooke knew what love felt like and what it looked like. She saw it every time Alfreda looked at her. She never saw it in her real mother’s eyes. Yet she knew Harriet was capable of love because she displayed it in abundance for Robert.

“She could be like two different people, Freda. Most of the time, cold and indifferent, and on rare occasions, caring and interested. Sometimes I thought . . . but if I’d been myself with her, I would have been caught in the crosshairs when she reverted to being as cold as my father. The hurt she caused me would have been so much worse if I’d allowed myself to hope it could be otherwise. But you—I wished so many times that you, not Harriet, were my mother.”

“Not as many times as I wished you were my daughter. But you are the daughter of my heart, never doubt that.” Then Alfreda cleared the emotion out of her throat and added more formally, “We know why you hid yourself from that unnatural family of yours. It was the only way to save yourself pain and abuse. Let us both hope those days are gone for good.”

“What d’you think will happen if Dominic Wolfe doesn’t like me and sends me back home?” Brooke wondered aloud.

“Nothing other than you will likely get that Season in London that you were promised, and soon after, some other husband. But there would have to be something very wrong with Lord Wolfe for him not to like you, poppet.”

“But he hates Robert and will hate me because of it.”

“Then he would be a fool.”

“He could be that anyway.” Brooke sighed a little forlornly. “I knew I would marry eventually, but I expected a courtship.”

“As well you should have.”

“To at least know my husband well before we reached the altar.”

“We have passed beyond ‘usual’ circumstances here. You could ask for a brief courtship, though. If your wolf is a good man, he might agree.”

“Or he could be as afraid of the royals as my family and drag me straight to the altar instead.”

Alfreda chuckled. “Which is it you want, to be turned away at the door or married straightaway?”

Brooke sighed again. “I won’t know until I meet him. I wish none of this had happened.”

“Take heart, poppet. This northern lord could be wonderful. The Prince Regent could be doing you a very big favor.”

“Or Robert could have done me the biggest unplanned ill yet. Getting me stuck with a husband who could well repulse me.”

Alfreda tsked. “Then perhaps we shouldn’t speculate?”

“Perhaps not.”

On the third day of their journey, when they stopped for lunch, no one at the inn knew who Dominic Wolfe was. But they found out that the Regent’s emissary was traveling so swiftly that he was probably on his way back to London by now. Apparently, he was traveling day and night, merely changing horses when he could, and sleeping in his coach.

That night, they were only a few hours away from Lord Wolfe’s estate, but Alfreda refused to continue on in the dark. She wanted Brooke to be refreshed and looking her best when she faced the wolf for the first time. They took a room at an inn and Alfreda went down to order a bath for Brooke and to have food delivered to their room. When she returned, she had information about the Wolfe family.

“You aren’t going to like this,” Alfreda said with a dour look. “As if you already don’t have enough worries on your plate, this family you’ve been ordered to join apparently has a curse hanging over their heads, so I think now we need to hope you get turned away at their door.”

“What sort of curse?”

“The nasty sort, centuries old, a curse that has killed all the firstborns in each generation in their twenty-fifth year—unless illness or accident takes them sooner.”

Round-eyed with amazement, Brooke said, “You’re joking, right?”

“No, just repeating what the barmaid, then the cook, and then one of his own villagers who is visiting a relative near here had to say about Lord Wolfe’s family.”

“But we—I mean, I don’t believe in curses. D’you?”

“Not really. The thing is, poppet, many people do, including those who are supposedly cursed. If you are told you are going to die by a certain age, you might be more reckless with your life so the harm invoked by the curse ends up happening anyway. But I doubt the Wolfe heirs just dropped dead for no reason. Ask yours to explain when you feel comfortable with him.”

“I will. There’s obviously some simple explanation that the family just doesn’t bother to share, thus the rumor never got quashed as it should have.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“And maybe they like having such a rumor floating around—for some reason.”

“You don’t need to convince me, poppet. But it’s the ‘centuries-old’ part that worries me. That means this rumor has been around for a long time and has been kept alive because firstborns have died, and at least a few of them in their twenty-fifth year. That’s a lot of bad luck for one family to have if it is only bad luck.”

Brooke was scowling but she wanted to know what else Alfreda had heard about the Wolfes. “Was anything said about Dominic in particular?”

“He’s young. No one gave an age, but obviously he’s not twenty-five yet.”

Brooke rolled her eyes and accused, “You do believe in curses!”

“No, just a little levity on my part that obviously failed abysmally.”

“Robert mentioned that Lord Wolfe had a sister who died. The wolf might not even be the firstborn of his generation.”

“Which might be good news if we believed in curses, but a death is never good news. He could have other siblings your brother doesn’t know about.”

“Or be the last of his line and determined to get himself killed in a duel. I wish we knew more about him.”

“Well, there is another rumor, one even more absurd. They say he prowls the moors as a real wolf and his howls are the proof of it.”

Brooke’s mouth dropped open before she demanded, “Tell me that’s more levity?”

Alfreda grinned. “No, but you know how rumors get embellished every time they are passed along. They end up being so far from the truth that they are no more than wives’ tales.”

“Well, that rumor is obviously superstitious nonsense. A wolf man? Maybe they have an ogre living in a tower, too.”

Alfreda chuckled. “I don’t think anything would surprise me at this point. But there must be something unusual about the Wolfe family for these rumors to have started in the first place.”

“And aren’t wolves extinct in England now?”

“Indeed.”

“But they weren’t centuries ago when superstitious people started these ridiculous rumors,” Brooke said with a nod, making her point.

“I’m not arguing with you, poppet. However, because wolves are extinct, no one would believe they hear a real wolf, only an unnatural one. But if people really have heard howling, it’s no doubt just the cries of a long-snouted dog.”

Brooke huffed. “Well, you found out more about the Wolfes than I wanted to know. I think I will be most disagreeable when I arrive so I do get turned away at his door.”



Chapter Six
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DOMINIC STOOD AT THE window in his bedroom watching the coach moving along the winding road in the distance. Sweat beaded his brow and dampened his hair. His whole body ached so it was hard to distinguish if his wound did. He’d been informed last night that a Whitworth had stopped at an inn only hours away. The message had passed through four people before it reached him, so which Whitworth it was didn’t survive the repeating. He hoped it was Robert Whitworth, come to finish this, but he doubted it. The man Prince George had sent had assured him that the Whitworths would comply with the Regent’s suggestion. Suggestion!

His blood still boiled at the manner in which that suggestion had been relayed and the blatant threats that had followed it. Yet the Regent’s emissary had been so disinterested. He didn’t seem to care how his words were received or what disastrous outcome would follow them; he was only doing his duty.

Gabriel Biscane stood beside him, not watching the coach approach, but frowning at Dominic instead. Not quite as tall as Dominic’s six feet, Gabriel, blond and blue eyed, was more than a servant and often took advantage of his status.

The viscount and the butler’s son had grown up together in this house. They were the same age and enjoyed the same things. No one was surprised that they became friends before their disparate social stations prevented it from happening. Dominic’s father might have broken up that friendship if he had lived beyond Dominic’s fifth year. His mother didn’t care. And Gabriel’s father didn’t dare. So Dominic and Gabriel now had a unique relationship that defied class distinctions.

“You need to get back in bed,” Gabriel was bold enough to mention.

“You need to stop giving me orders because you think I am presently weak. Did you send that letter off to my mother? I’d prefer that she hear about the Regent’s abominable demand from me and not the gossips, should word of it leak out.”

“Of course. This very morning.” Gabriel was supposed to be the valet, yet he had audaciously hired another valet for Dominic, leaving himself underfoot with no specific duties. Dominic had offered his friend other jobs that he might prefer, but Gabriel had done none of those, either. Gabriel finally said he would be a jack-of-all-trades, a servant of none. He didn’t actually give his current job a name, but he promised to be available for anything Dominic needed and expected a wage for that. And got one. Though Dominic had fired Gabe a number of times, Dominic knew he would have missed him if his friend had actually taken him seriously and left.

Gabriel shook his head. “I give good advice, not orders, so it wouldn’t hurt you to pay heed from time to time. Just don’t expect me to get your naked body back to bed if you collapse. I’ll fetch footmen to do it—”

“I’m not so weak I can’t cuff you.”

Gabriel sidestepped before he replied, “You are, but I won’t say another word, so don’t feel you need to prove otherwise—though truly, when you can’t get your own pants on . . .”

Sometimes it was just easier to ignore his friend, Dominic decided. Gabriel usually kept him in top form, with verbal and physical sparring, and Dominic usually welcomed both, just not since he’d come home with this particular wound. The last one had been a scratch. This one was going from bad to worse.

He didn’t need a doctor to tell him that. He knew very well he wasn’t healing as he should be. He’d just regained some strength after losing a lot of blood when the fever started and was steadily sapping it again.

He had been a fool to come home to Yorkshire this time. He should have stayed at his London town house to recover after the last duel with Robert Whitworth. But he hadn’t wanted his mother to know how seriously wounded he was or for word to spread of how close Robert had come to killing him. He didn’t want Whitworth to know. He’d rather die than give him that satisfaction. Which could still happen. He still felt half-dead, but only because of the damned fever that he couldn’t shake off.

The anger wasn’t helping. Having to deal with the Regent’s threat and the enemy’s showing up at his door when he wasn’t at his best just infuriated him more.

Dominic told his friend, “Put her in one of the towers when she gets here, until I decide what to do with her.”

“I believe the decree given you was—marry her,” Gabriel said drily.

“Like hell I will.”

Gabriel lifted a golden brow. “So you’re going to refuse her?”

“I won’t have to. She will go running back to her family posthaste. The Whitworths can deal with the consequences of her doing that.”

“And how are you going to make that happen?”

“There are ways to scare off virgins,” Dominic assured him with a dark look.

Gabriel raised a brow. “Very well, but do I need to remind you that you only have one tower left that is even remotely habitable?”

“Then you won’t have trouble finding it, will you,” Dominic managed just as drily.

Gabriel started to walk away, but swung back around to say in earnest this time, “I must point out that your war is not with this girl, but with her brother. Treating her ill will serve no purpose.”

“Actually, it serves a very important purpose. It will cause Robert Whitworth and his family to lose their lands and title.”

Gabriel’s eyes flared. “I’m reassured that there is method to your madness. Pardon me, I meant—logic.”

“This is not a good time to test my patience, Gabe,” Dominic warned, then yelled for his valet. “Andrew, bring my riding clothes. I’m not going to be in this house when the enemy knocks.”

Gabriel sighed in exasperation. “Dr. Bates ordered bed rest.”

“I’ll rest when I get back from riding off this rage.”

“You will need Bates again if you persist in doing that! Damnit, Dom, be reasonable. You’ll rip out your stitches if you ride. Royal won’t like the smell of blood.”

“My horse doesn’t like a lot of things, you included. How he will react to blood remains to be seen. Now enough dire predictions. For once, just do as you are told.”

Gabriel made a sound of pure frustration before he grumbled, “I’ll fetch Bates back here, then deal with your bride.”

Dominic started walking slowly toward his dressing room to meet Andrew halfway. “She’s not going to be my bride.”

Already heading to the door, Gabriel didn’t look back as he promised, “I will put her in the most inhospitable room you have.”

“The tower,” Dominic stressed.

“Certainly, even though it doesn’t have a bed.”

“She can sleep on the bloody floor!”

The door closed on that order.



Chapter Seven
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“THERE’S ANOTHER ONE,” BROOKE said, pointing out the coach window at the ruins of a small castle.

“Many of the smaller ones in Yorkshire were built to protect against incursions from Scotland. Yorkshire was meant to be a stalwart wall that would keep the Scottish armies from reaching the south.”

Brooke glanced at the maid and giggled. “You were listening to my history lessons, weren’t you?”

Alfreda nodded. “I had to. That tutor wasn’t supposed to be teaching you history. Your parents would have fired him if they’d found out. So I guarded the door. You don’t remember tempting him to lose his job with all your questions?”

“Vaguely.”

Looking out the window again, Brooke wondered if this small ruin was on Wolfe land. They should be on it by now unless the Wolfes didn’t actually own much land in Yorkshire.

“I wonder if we’ll be here long enough to see all this heather bloom.” They’d been told it would flower in late summer. “It must be beautiful when it does, there’s so much of it.”

“The Yorkshire moors are quite striking, even without the heather in bloom. But I prefer more heavily forested terrain,” Alfreda replied.

The sky was cloudy this morning, and without the sun the landscape looked a bit bleak and gloomy to Brooke. She wondered if her thoughts were just coloring it so.

“Where the deuce is it?” she said impatiently, still looking out the window on her side of the coach.

Alfreda didn’t need to ask what Brooke was referring to. “On my side.”

Brooke gasped and quickly changed places with the maid, but she sighed dismally when she saw the house she’d been looking for. “I hope that’s not it.”

“I’ll wager it is.”

The façade of the three-story manor house was made of dark gray stone that looked almost black, though that might be because moss or ivy was covering it. It was hard to tell at this distance. Two corner towers rose above the massive rectangular edifice, giving it the appearance of a castle. A large tree stood in front of each tower. Both were in full bloom, obscuring her view of the rest of the manor.

“It looks forlorn, gloomy, forbidding.”

Alfreda laughed at that and stressed, “No, it does not. It would not appear that way to you if the sun would stop hiding from us. It’s going to rain soon. Let’s hope we get inside first.”

“If they let us in.”

“Stop it.” The maid loudly tsked. “If you are turned away at the door, I will spit on it. See how they like my curses added to theirs.”

Brooke couldn’t help laughing. Alfreda wasn’t a witch, but sometimes she liked to pretend she was. Alfreda swore that centuries ago the t had been removed from her surname Wichway. It was part of her mystique, which she cultivated with the villagers to keep them in awe of her, warning that she’d prove the t really belonged there if they told anyone where they got their potions.

Brooke spotted something else and exclaimed, “I see hedges behind the house, on this side of it at least, tall enough that I can’t see over them. D’you think he’s got a maze in there? Now that might be fun!”

“I know you were denied many things growing up, but mazes are something you should be glad to have missed out on. You can get lost in them.”

“You know that from experience, do you?”

Alfreda snorted. “Me? Go in a bloody maze? Ha, not in this lifetime I won’t. But Cora from Tamdon village used to work at an estate in the south that had one. She and her beau thought it a lark to have their trysts in that maze. It was so big that no one could hear them yelling for help. They were lucky it was only days, and not weeks, before they were found.”

“They should have dropped bread crumbs to leave a trail they could follow on the way out.”

“They did, but Cora’s cat followed them in and ate them all.”

Brooke shook her head. “Was any of that actually true?”

Alfreda didn’t deny or confirm it. “I’m just saying, if you enter a maze, leave a trail, just not an edible one.”

“I’ll remember that, if there’s even one there.”

Brooke leaned back in the seat, beginning to feel anxious again now that their destination was in sight. She could be meeting her future husband within the hour. If he was even there. The emissary had obviously assumed he was. But what if Dominic Wolfe wasn’t at his home in Yorkshire and knew nothing about this marriage yet? A reprieve for her! That would suit her just fine. Maybe Lord Wolfe had been warned of what was going to be demanded of him and intended to keep himself unavailable indefinitely to avoid receiving the news. She might just like living here if he stayed away so she could have the house to herself.

Alfreda nudged her shoulder and nodded toward the other window. Their coach had gone beyond the manor house and had rounded the last curve in the road, which turned them back toward the house. Now they could see a large stable at the side of the house and beyond it a fenced-in pasture that stretched as far as the eye could see. Brooke’s pale green eyes flared wide seeing the small herd of horses grazing in it, some small enough to be foals.

“He might be a horse breeder!” she exclaimed excitedly. “How ironic that he’s already doing the very thing I want to do.”

Alfreda chuckled. “You still have that silly notion of breeding horses someday?”

“Not just any horses, but champion racers, and I most certainly do.”

“But women don’t,” Alfreda said bluntly. “It would be scandalous and you know it.”

“The devil it would. Oh, you mean—no, no, I wouldn’t actually be on hand for the breeding. I’d have a manager for that, of course. But I’ll own them and make the selections and be involved in the training. Yes, I most certainly can do all the rest of that. And I’ll make a very nice income at it once I’m done with family and husbands.”

“Or you could devote yourself to your children instead.”

“If I ever have any, but who says I can’t do both? I can raise horses and horse breeders!”
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